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Simultaneous Oral-Written Feedback
Approach (SOWFA): Students’
Preference on Writing Response
Jim Hu
Thompson Rivers University
This paper reports beliefs and preferences of second-language (L2) students regarding effective writing feedback strategies, especially conferences for oral and
written feedback. Guiding the study were these questions: 1) Do L2 university
students prefer to receive direct or indirect teacher feedback on written-language
problems? 2) Do the students prefer to receive (a) written feedback (WF) only or
(b) oral feedback (OF) in one-on-one conferences as well as WF? 3) In the case of
2(b), do the students prefer to receive OF during or after WF? The study employed
mixed methods involving quantitative surveys of 30 Canadian university students
from two English for academic purposes (EAP) writing classes and qualitative interviews with 11 of those surveyed. Results demonstrate that the students preferred
direct feedback more on grammar, vocabulary, register, and clear expressions than
on spelling, punctuation, and mechanics. They also preferred direct feedback
more at the course beginning than at the end. More importantly, the students preferred coursework-based conferencing (Eckstein, 2013), particularly simultaneous
oral-written feedback (SOWF), a conferencing format that allows students and
teachers to negotiate and dialogue while teachers mark assignments. This paper
details the reasons for student preferences and discusses the advantages and
feasibility of a simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA).

Keywords: oral writing conference, written corrective feedback, student preferences,
simultaneous oral-written feedback
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It’s good to understand what the students think so that in the future
you can better suit the students’ preferences. —Student.
Because you have to mark a lot of exams, if you have to go
through it again [in a conference], this takes more time. It is not
an efficient way to do it. —Student.
Research on response to student writing often takes a reductionist
approach, seeking to identify the silver-bullet methodology that will
effectively and efficiently remediate errors in student writing. There are,
however, myriad variables in learners, methods, and situations (Evans,
Hartshorn, McCollum, & Wolfersberger, 2010) that factor into student
learning. The present research, therefore, does not seek evidence to
prescribe or proscribe conventional feedback forms used in ESL classrooms; rather, as the student quotes above suggest, it is a presentation
of student perceptions, both of feedback on writing in general and of an
approach for delivering feedback in particular. Research has shown that
accommodating student beliefs and preferences can lead to increased
student motivation and learning (Best, Jones-Katz, Stolzenburg,
& Williamson, 2015; Kartchava, 2016; Leki, 1991). Nazif, Biswas,
and Hilbig (2004/2005) stated: “The learners’ beliefs and perceptions
of feedback are important in determining their responses and reactions to
feedback . . . [and] student perceptions on learning affect their learning”
(p. 166). While research has explored secondary-student attitudes toward feedback types (Lee, 2005, 2008) and university-student beliefs and
perceptions toward feedback types (Best et al., 2015; Ferris, Liu, Sinha,
& Senna, 2013; Grigoryan, 2017; Leki, 1991; Maliborska & You, 2016;
Rowe & Wood, 2008; Saito, 1994), the research on the whole has been
inconclusive regarding the best feedback approaches. Possible factors
include what proficiency level students have (Eckstein, 2013), whether
feedback is provided before or after paper submission for marking
(Lee, 2008), and whether oral feedback (OF) is available following
written feedback (WF; Maliborska & You, 2016).
Furthermore, there has been growing interest in exploring the use of
teacher-student conferencing to respond to student writing (e.g., Best et
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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al., 2015; Bursekrus, 2018; Eckstein, 2012/2013; Ewert, 2009; Goldstein &
Conrad, 1990; Maliborska & You, 2016; Young & Miller, 2004). Students
in general favor conferences (Eckstein, 2013) because they often involve interaction, dialogue, and negotiation (Bursekrus, 2018; Eckstein,
2012/2013; Nassaji, 2017; Williams, 2004) as well as optimal opportunities to develop and strengthen motivating student-teacher relationships
(Hu, 2000). However, these conferences generally take place after the
teacher has labored through marking and providing WF (Lee, 2008).
Little research has explored the use of integrating WF with OF or how
students perceive this feedback approach. Thus, this study attempts to fill
the gap as well as contribute to the research on effective writing response
approaches.
Literature Review
Much research has been conducted in the quest to identify the effective forms and amounts of feedback that teachers should provide L2
writing students, particularly since Truscott made a case against “grammar correction” over 20 years ago (1996, p. 327). Research has since
demonstrated a shift from whether ESL teachers should provide feedback to
how they should do so (Evans, Hartshorn, & Strong-Krause, 2011; Ferris
et al., 2013; Hartshorn & Evans, 2015). While certain error types appear
to be more resilient to correction than others (Brown, 2012; Sampson,
2012), research has suggested that feedback is “central to learning
and writing improvement” (Andrade & Evans, 2013, p. xiii) and that
students want, if not deserve, it (Baker, 2014). Thus, a number of studies
have examined the optimal scope, explicitness, and manner of L2 writing
feedback.
Scope of Feedback
Some practitioners address a broad range of student errors, while others choose specific error types to correct; this difference is expressed in the
literature as comprehensive versus selective feedback and unfocused versus focused feedback (Ellis, 2009; Ellis, Sheen, Murakami, & Takashima,
2008; Van Beuningen, De Jong, & Kuiken, 2012). Research supporting
comprehensive feedback has suggested that this type of feedback aligns
with “authentic writing situations [in which] students have to focus on
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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multiple aspects and types of errors simultaneously” (Evans et al., 2010,
p. 453) and that it contributes to increased writing proficiency “over time”
(Van Beuningen et al., 2012, p. 31). While some learners find comprehensive feedback overwhelming (Ferris, Brown, Liu, & Stine, 2011), some
students continue to express a preference for it (Lee, 2005; Leki, 1991;
McMartin-Miller, 2014). An alternative to this broad-scope feedback
method, which has been called the traditional approach (Truscott, 1996),
is the provision of feedback focused on selected forms, allowing writers to
reflect more deeply on specific errors (Ellis, 2009). Copious research has
roundly supported the focused approach (Andrade & Evans, 2013; Ferris,
2007; Jamalinesari, Rahimi, Gowhary, & Azizifar, 2015; Sampson, 2012;
Sheen, Wright, & Moldawa, 2009) and/or “a combination of both [comprehensive and selective feedback], depending on the task” (Brown, 2012,
p. 863) and instruction goals.
Explicitness of Feedback
The level of error correction’s explicitness is also under scrutiny. Direct
feedback (DF), a form of feedback in which teachers identify errors and
provide “explicit guidance” on how to correct them (Ellis, 2009, p. 99), affords the learner rapid, laserlike precision in revising text; many students
appreciate this (Chandler, 2003; Lee, 2007; Wang & Li, 2011) whether the
DF comes orally or in writing. While numerous studies have endorsed
the effectiveness of this form of feedback (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Van
Beuningen et al., 2012), there remains the question of whether DF alone affects long-term change in L2 writers’ language acquisition. Some research
has suggested that it does (Van Beuningen et al., 2012); other research has
suggested that it does not (Ellis, 2009; Ferris, 2014). Alqahtani and Payant
(2016) recommended that teachers limit the provision of direct answers
and opt for indirect feedback (IF), feedback in which teachers identify errors but do not explicitly correct them. Again, much research has supported
the efficacy of this form of feedback, suggesting that it prompts deeper
language processing and learning (Ferris, 2014; Jamalinesari et al., 2015;
Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010), yet other research has suggested that only
some “error types are amenable to change” (Wagner & Wulf, 2016, p. 272)
through IF. Researchers have found that higher level or more confident
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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students may prefer IF (Leki, 1991; Wang & Li, 2011). In general, when
feedback is narrowly and explicitly targeted for certain groups of learners, they may make observable and statistically significant progress on the
targeted features over time (Bitchener & Knoch, 2009; Bitchener, Young,
& Cameron, 2005; Ellis et al., 2008). Lastly, some researchers have recognized the merit of providing both DF and IF, depending on the error type,
learner competency, or both (Bitchener, 2012; Brown, 2012; Chandler,
2003). Indeed, Shirazi and Shekarabi (2014) suggested that “further studies had better not look at [the] direct or indirect type as two separate
approaches but as complementary ones” (p. 112).
		
Manners of Feedback

Other studies have explored various modes of delivering teacher
feedback: written and/or oral. WF can include handwritten, printed,
or electronic comments and corrections within the text, in margins, or
on attached sheets of explanations or rubrics (Bitchener & Storch, 2016).
Comments can be positive or corrective. While a consensus “is apparently
established” (Meng, 2013, p. 78) regarding the value of WF, this type of
feedback is often unclear, if not frustrating, to students (Best, 2011;
McGarrell, 2011) either because they cannot decipher the teacher’s handwriting or because they cannot grasp the meaning of the teacher’s writing.
Students have reported that OF is more easily understood than WF
(Ahern-Dodson & Reisinger, 2017; Best et al., 2015; Morra & Asis, 2009;
Nazif et al., 2004/2005). OF may consist of metalinguistic clues or explanations (Akbarzadeh, Saeidi, & Chehreh, 2014), individual or group
discussions or mini-lessons (Andrade & Evans, 2013), audio-taped feedback (Ahern-Dodson & Reisinger, 2017; Morra & Asis, 2009), audiovisual
commentary (Grigoryan, 2017), or one-on-one student-teacher conferencing (Best et al., 2015; Eckstein, 2012/2013, 2013; Ewert, 2009; Nassaji,
2017; Shvidko, 2015).
Even though the logistics and timing of student-teacher conferencing
are sometimes difficult (McGarrell & Verbeem, 2007; O, 2003) and certain
students find the process intimidating (Eckstein, 2013; Young & Miller,
2004), research has resounded with positive findings on the writing conference. Eckstein (2013) lays out some of the benefits in detail: “teachers
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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instruct students individually, build rapport between teacher and student,
address students’ writing questions, discuss learning and writing goals,
assess language proficiency, review grades, discuss students’ concerns,
and so on” (pp. 236–237).
Best et al. (2015) reported on a qualitative study focusing on ESL
student views on student-teacher conferences in an advanced academic
writing course. After peer review, the students submitted a second draft,
received a grade, and had a formal one-on-one conference with the instructor for at least 30 minutes. The study called the conferences a “strikingly positive experience for students” (Best et al., 2015, p. 347), and the
students claimed conferencing to be their “preferred method of acquiring
information and answers to questions” (Best et al., 2015, p. 348). Among
other reasons, conferencing “assists them in explaining their own writing to the instructor . . . [and] provides them with detail and clarification
of written comments by the instructor. Indeed, these participants saw
conferences as a give-and-take process, a cooperative exchange between
student and instructor” (Best et al., 2015, p. 348). Grigoryan (2017) also
suggested that “one-on-one student-instructor conferences were the most
effective approach to feedback in composition pedagogy” (p. 90) from a
constructivist view of learning as a dialogue process. In Maliborska and
You’s (2016) study, first-year international composition students expressed high levels of satisfaction with conferencing, owing to its effects
on student motivation, student understanding of instructors’ comments,
and individualized help. For a higher education preparatory English for
academic purposes (EAP) writing course in Turkey, Trotman (2011)
noted that student-teacher conferencing was “mutually appreciated and
highly valued” (p. 15) by the student and teacher participants. In Lee’s
(2007) study, the students repeatedly confirmed the “usefulness of teachers’ oral feedback” (p. 191), especially if the sessions were student-focused
and engaging (Goldstein & Conrad, 1990; Kim, 2015).
Evidently, feedback provided in oral conferences and negotiated between teacher and student has great potential to be within the student’s
zone of proximal development, wherein students may bridge the gap
between what they know and what they need to know next with the assistance of an instructor or mentor (Nassaji, 2017; Storch, 2018). As studies
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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have shown, such feedback appeals to students and proves to be beneficial in helping students with writing. Additionally, the negotiation and
dialogue in conferences help teachers minimize appropriation, namely,
taking over the student’s paper and imposing his or her intention on it
(Ferris, 2008).
The Gap
The OF and student-teacher writing conferences reported in the
literature have generally taken place after the teacher has spent considerable time providing written corrective feedback (WCF), suggestions, and
comments on language and other writing issues (e.g., Best et al., 2015;
Bursekrus, 2018; Eckstein, 2012/2013; Ewert, 2009; Goldstein & Conrad,
1990; Maliborska & You, 2016; Young & Miller, 2004). That means teachers
and tutors must spend two chunks of time providing feedback: one on
marking and one on conferencing. This is likely a practical reason why
widespread adoption of conferencing has not yet occurred. Little research
has explored integrating OF and WF, namely, providing OF and WF at the
same time or almost the same time in conferences. Neither has it looked
into how students perceive this integrated approach and why they do so.
This study attempts to fill the gap as well as to explore student perceptions
on writing response in general.
Research Questions
This paper aims to explore student views regarding feedback on
responses to L2 writing by eliciting and analyzing the feedback preferences and perceptions of advanced ESL learners. Specifically, it seeks to
both address the following research questions and explore related pedagogical implications:
1. Do students prefer to receive direct or indirect teacher feedback on
written-language problems?
2. Do students prefer to receive a) WF only or b) WF and OF through oneon-one conferencing?
3. Regarding conferencing, do students prefer OF after the teacher has
marked an essay or while the teacher is marking it?

Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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Pedagogical Approach
I teach academic writing to the top-level students in a five-level EAP
program at a medium-sized comprehensive university in western Canada.
Generally, each class has 16 students, and one semester lasts about 13
weeks. Students completing the course do not receive academic credits;
instead, they become eligible to enroll in academic courses, including
first-year English composition, for which they do receive academic credits
upon successful completion.
In my course, I use a simultaneous oral-written feedback approach
(SOWFA) and schedule regular one-on-one writing conferences with
students. One initial motivation for this is to reduce the time needed for
WF and individual post-WF conferencing. When writing assignments
are due, students bring their original draft to the conference. I read the
draft with students and give them OF and WF simultaneously, commenting orally as well as writing key notes on the document to help students
understand and remember (cf. Ferris, 2008). The students can bring up
points, take notes, ask questions, and clarify their ideas. There is often
lively negotiation for meaning during the conferences (Nassaji, 2017)
since the students are making a case for their writing, knowing that grading is imminent. After thoroughly reviewing the paper, I use a rubric (see
Appendix A) to assign a grade. The students are required to make revisions to their composition based on the conference discussion. I review
the revisions for evidence of what Goldstein and Conrad (1990) describe
as “a positive relationship between negotiation and successful revision”
(p. 452). I then assign an additional mark for the revised version to encourage and reward efforts and progress. For example, for an assignment
worth 18% of the course grade, the relative weighting of these two drafts
could look like this:
• Original draft: 15% of the course grade;
• Revised draft: 3% of the course grade.
For some students at least, unless there is a reward, they will not make
an effort to revise their work.
Since this feedback approach differs from what many other ESL
teachers commonly practice, one of my colleagues, also a veteran ESL instructor, found it difficult to understand in the beginning. To support my
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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ESL colleagues, I provide a rationale for this approach by presenting and
addressing three questions posed by that colleague:
1. Why not mark the paper first and then meet with the student?
The answer is three-fold:
If the feedback and evaluative process is a fait accompli when students
arrive, the conferences are far more likely to be unidirectional, with the
teacher just reiterating the conclusions drawn during marking and the
students merely listening (see also Ferris, 2008, p. 97). If, on the other
hand, the student accompanies the teacher through the feedback and
evaluative process in real time, they are more motivated to participate in
the discussion. The ensuing dialogue “results in [the] construction of new
knowledge because it is an exchange in which each party ‘builds on the
contributions of the other’” (Grigoryan, 2017, p. 90). This engagement in
truly “meaningful dialogue” (Kim, 2015, p. 72) is paramount; it ensures
that corrections reflect the students’ ideas and writing intentions, not
those imposed by teachers. Without student input, instructors may appropriate student writing (Andrade & Evans, 2013; Ferris, 2008), acting as
unwitting interlopers in the writing process of their students.
A student who participates in the evaluation process of a writing
assignment better understands why it merits the mark assigned by the
teacher. This reduces the time often spent by teachers justifying grades.
Evaluating assignments during the conference reduces the time inequity noted by Maliborska and You (2016): “writing conferences require
instructors to spend significant preparation time on reviewing drafts, but
require little additional preparation from the students” (p. 17). In effect,
this feedback approach requires no more time from the teacher than it
does from the student.
2. Why is so much weight given to the original draft? Aren’t the students
disincentivized from making revisions?
The answer is also three-fold:
If the original draft is not sufficiently weighted, students tend to rely
heavily on the teacher to edit their work rather than giving their best effort
at the outset. As voiced by a teacher in the McMartin-Miller study (2014),
students “expect that you correct every mistake for them, and they . . . feel
like after they fix all the mistakes, they should get a good grade” (p. 29).
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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Essentially, this could result in the fruitless practice of the teacher evaluating his or her own work.
Grades loom large on most students’ landscapes (Best et al., 2015;
McMartin-Miller, 2014; Nazif et al., 2004/2005). Students invariably make
revisions based on teacher feedback because they may want as much as
possible of the 3%. Mathematically, this percentage is not negligible.
It is labor-intensive to reevaluate a set of assignments. A teacher can
assign a small percentage (e.g., 0–3%) to a student’s revision more quickly
than he or she can rescrutinize the paper to justify a larger percentage.
Teacher constraints must be considered (Baker, 2014) if a method is to be
feasible.
3. Aren’t you worried that students may experience job-interview-like
angst during this kind of conference?
Undoubtedly, there is performance anxiety associated with students
having their work evaluated in front of them; however, this is not necessarily a negative factor. In fact, it can be a great motivator for students
to prepare for the conference. This student self-preparation generally
contributes to learning (Alqahtani & Payant, 2016; Ferris, 2014; Shvidko,
2015), and the face-to-face encounter with the teacher can also act as a deterrent to plagiarism. Despite the potential for student anxiety, if teachers
conducting SOWFA conferences foster student-teacher rapport (Eckstein,
2013) and provide a “balance [of] critique and praise” (Andrade & Evans,
2013, p. 10; see also Ferris, 2008), they can help reduce anxiety for students.
Study Methodology
This paper reports on action research conducted by myself as the
principal investigator during two consecutive semesters in my top-level
ESL academic writing class. Jarvis (2013) recorded Anne Burns’s TESOL
keynote address in which she stated that action research “empowers the
participants in a social situation to find out more and understand more
about their practices . . . [and] help[s] them to move towards a sort of better world for the participants they are working with and for themselves.”
As practitioners, we can “research [our] feedback approaches within [our]
own work context” (Lee, 2011, p. 393); moreover, with insider knowledge,
“teacher-researchers are uniquely situated to see the classroom as an
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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object of study” (Ahern-Dodson & Reisinger, 2017, p. 139). As the goal of
this study was to find out what writing feedback approaches work best
for my students and for me as the instructor, action research held great
potential.
The study employed a mixed-methods approach (Creswell & Clark,
2011). The quantitative method was used to indicate general issues, trends,
and patterns, whereas the qualitative method provided details, especially
concerning why the students preferred some feedback strategies to others
and how this related to individual differences amongst the students. Using
questionnaires at the end of two semesters, the research team surveyed 14
students in the first semester and 16 students in the second for a total of 30
respondents (see Table 1 for a summary of the participant information).
All of the students were provided with a letter of informed consent and
told the study purpose before the survey. They were then invited to participate. Upon signing a consent form, they completed the survey.
Surveys were not conducted at the beginning of the semesters because most students did not have an accurate understanding of the study’s
terms, such as DF and IF. However, I administered a mock survey with
the first class midway into the semester to test the questionnaire and make
revisions. Before the students responded to the semester-end survey, I
reviewed the questions with them, explaining what I deemed as possible challenges, and answered questions the students had. Furthermore,
I remained in the classroom during the survey to answer any additional
questions individual students had. The survey questions (see Appendix
B) were derived partially from my teaching experience and debates within
the research literature over which feedback strategies were effective or
ineffective in improving ESL students’ writing (e.g., Bitchener & Ferris,
2012; Bitchener & Knoch, 2009; Chandler, 2003; Eckstein, 2013;
Ferris, 2004, 2008, 2011; Lee, 2005, 2008). Shortly after each survey, the
research team conducted individual qualitative semistructured interviews with five surveyed students from the first semester and six from
the second (see Appendix C for the interview guide).
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Table 1
Student Participant Demographics
Demographic category
Country of origin
China
Saudi Arabia
Argentina
Thailand
Mexico
Pakistan
Program of study
Bachelor of Business Admin. (BBA)
Pre-MBA
Tourism Diploma
Health Science Diploma
BS
Engineering
Gender
Male
Female

Number of students
21
5
1
1
1
1
18
7
2
2
1
1
16
14

The interview questions were similar to those on the questionnaire,
but they elicited more detailed information regarding rationales for the
student preferences. As students of different levels have different preferences for writing feedback (Eckstein, 2013), this study focused on
my advanced ESL students who took academic writing in the final writing
course in the EAP Program. As mentioned earlier, successful completion
of the course does not earn academic credits; however, it qualifies the students for admission into first-year English Composition. The students,
aged between 18 and 32, were predominantly Chinese (21/30), along with
a smaller cohort from Saudi Arabia (5/30) and a single participant from
Argentina, Thailand, Mexico, and Pakistan. Twenty-nine were international students, and one was an immigrant. Male and female genders were
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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represented almost equally. Five students (A–E in Table 2) were chosen in
the first semester to participate in follow-up interviews; six students (F–K
in Table 2) were chosen in the second semester. These 11 interviewees
were selected based on willingness to participate in the study, progress
over the semester, inclination to talk, and likelihood to generate rich data
needed for qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Patton, 2002,
2005; Schulze & Avital, 2011; see also Hu, 2009, for a rationale for selecting rich data cases for qualitative research). Once again, the students were
invited to participate and completed a consent form before the interview.
Table 2
Demographics of Interviewed Students
Participant Country of origin

Home language

Program

Gender

A

Argentina

Spanish

Pre-MBA

Female

B

China

Mandarin

BBA

Male

C

China

Mandarin

Pre-MBA

Female

D

Saudi Arabia

Arabic

BBA

Male

E

Thailand

Thai

Pre-MBA

Male

F

China

Mandarin

Pre-MBA

Male

G

China

Mandarin

Pre-MBA

Female

H

China (Hong Kong) Mandarin

BBA

Female

I

China

Mandarin

BBA

Female

J

Mexico

Spanish

BBA

Male

K

Saudi Arabia

Arabic

BS

Male

The research team compiled the quantitative data from completed student surveys, calculated descriptive statistics regarding the survey questions, and created representative bar graphs (see Figures 1–4). I collected
qualitative data during the student interviews. To increase reliability, my
written notes of student responses and comments were triangulated with
a transcription produced by an assistant who attended the interviews and
typed the respondents’ answers on a laptop in real time. In other words, I
verified and modified the transcription based on the notes I wrote on the
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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interview guide printouts. I recorded the first interview in audio but subsequently gave up on the recordings because the assistant was able to type
fast enough to keep up with the interview; thus, replaying the audio was
unnecessary. I conducted content analysis by reading student responses
to each interview question and grouping responses under the same theme
or topic (Hu, 2000, 2009). This way, I was able to discern themes centered
around the questions as well as highlight particular responses and comments that appeared especially insightful, convincing, or unique. These
themes and special insights are presented in the following section.
Results and Discussion
The mixed-methods approach yielded a rich source of data to answer the research questions. For each question, I present the quantitative
results in graphs, followed by qualitative data, and draw generalizations
from the results.
Research Question 1: Do Students Prefer to Receive DF or IF From
Teachers on Language Problems?
The students were asked a series of questions regarding DF versus
IF, vis-à-vis particular language problems (see the interview guide in
Appendix C). I further asked if they preferred IF that merely indicates
the presence of errors (by circling or highlighting) or IF that indicates
both the presence and error type (by coding). While the data indicated a
general preference for DF over IF, the respondents’ comments reveal that
this preference was linked to their perception of linguistic difficulty. The
students identified specific forms that were particularly difficult or easy for
them; they wanted DF on difficult forms and IF on easy ones. For example,
Student K replied, “For easy errors [in grammar], I want indirect feedback.
For harder errors I want direct feedback.” Regarding clear expressions in
writing, Student B said, “I want direct feedback because [I am] unable to
correct by myself.” Evidence from the current study validates the views of
researchers who have advocated for a combination of DF and IF for optimal learning (Bitchener, 2012; Brown, 2012; Chandler, 2003).
A theme of progressive independence quickly emerged from the data,
distilled into the following generalization: Students seek autonomy; they
prefer explicit correction only on errors they cannot correct on their own.
The following comments are peppered with the pronouns myself and
Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
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yourself and reveal the students’ penchant for autonomy. Student F wrote,
“If you know which word is spelled incorrectly [by IF], it is easier to fix
by yourself.” Student D remarked: “I like the codes . . . I know what the
mistake is [and] I can figure out how to fix it by myself.” Student E also
echoed the theme of autonomy: “I want indirect feedback for errors that
I can easily fix myself. . . . If there’s a vocabulary error, you should try to
figure it out yourself.”
Student comments also reveal that they preferred adaptive feedback,
that is, feedback that changes as a function of time and of their own increased competency. This can be expressed in a generalization corollary to
the previous one: Students view their learning as a process and want feedback to reflect that. They want explicit correction until they have gained
control over L2 production (Nassaji, 2017) and they no longer need it.
Then they decidedly do not want it, as expressed here: “On the first essay, I
want feedback in all areas. Later on, I would like reminders and warnings”
(Student A). “Direct feedback might only be necessary at the beginning
of the semester. Maybe later in the semester, indirect feedback will be
enough” (Student G).

Figure 1. Percentages of the students who preferred to receive DF from
teachers in various aspects of writing.1
1 The numbers in this report are rounded up or down. Thus, the percentages do not
always add up to 100.
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While there were individual differences regarding which writing notions students found difficult enough to warrant DF, students preferred
DF for the broader categories of grammar, vocabulary, writing style, and
clear expressions (see Figure 1). They also were more apt to prefer IF for
mechanical issues: spelling, punctuation, and capitalization. This supports
Wagner and Wulf ’s (2016) hypothesis that IF is most effective for “grammatical constructions that include only a binary option for correct usage”
(p. 259), such as spelling and capitalization.

Underlined/Circled

Indicated With Codes/Symbols

Underlined/Circled and Indicated With Codes/Symbols

Figure 2. Percentages of student preferences regarding ways to receive IF.
If the teacher did not give DF, when asked what type of IF they
preferred (underlining/circling, coding, or both), the students indicated
that they wanted the most informative IF possible for the error types they
perceived to be the most difficult. The results shown in Figure 2 mirror
those depicted in Figure 1.
Research Question 2: Do Students Prefer to Receive (a) WF Only or
(b) WF and OF Through One-on-One Conferencing?
Figure 3 suggests that nearly all of the respondents preferred a complementary feedback approach of WF as well as OF. This preference is
similar to that of the students interviewed in the studies by Lee (2007)
and Morra and Asis (2009).
When the students described the meaningful engagement that
occurred during OF, they emphasized their need to understand why
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something was wrong. As Student E stated, “When the teacher writes
on the essay and explains it, I have a better understanding. If the student
is confused, then they can ask for clarification [in real time].” Similarly,
Student C stressed the importance of dialogue during the conference:
“The process of discussing and going through it together, the explanation
[of the] error and why, that is important . . . This dialogue and conferencing is important.” Students in the current study echoed those represented in Best et al. (2015) who valued conferences as a cooperative
exchange between student and instructor. Indeed, Grigoryan (2017)
identified one-on-one teacher-student conferences as the most effective
approach to feedback in composition pedagogy.

Figure 3. Percentages of the students who preferred to receive WF only
but not WF and OF.
Research Question 3: Regarding Conferencing, Do Students Prefer OF
After the Teacher Has Marked an Essay or While the Teacher Is Marking It?
The quantitative results of this survey question are clear: The students
preferred to actively participate in the correction process rather than
passively accept corrections already determined by the teacher (see Figure
4).2 Comments from the qualitative interviews provided rationales
for this preference: “It’s important that the teacher meets with the student and that they find the error together” (Student C). “[Simultaneous
oral-written feedback is] more immediate, direct . . . I can experience
the process. . . . This figuring out [together] helps me to learn better”
(Student A). Indeed, similar to the respondents in Lee’s (2007) study, the
2 Taking the same approach as Eckstein (2012/2013) and Goldstein and Conrad

(1990), I did not read or mark the students’ drafts until the conference.
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students “welcomed opportunities to participate more actively in the
feedback process” (p. 192).
These comments reveal that the students, likely unschooled in L2 acquisition theory, have reached some of the same conclusions researchers
have: Finding their errors and figuring out how to fix them leads to students’ long-term learning (Akbarzadeh et al., 2014; Goldstein & Conrad,
1990; Shvidko, 2015). Indeed, researchers have cited this phenomenon as
a rationale for IF (Ferris, 2014; Jamalinesari et al., 2015), yet students often
want explicit feedback rather than IF in order to be certain how to fix an
error properly. Therefore, classroom teachers are left to reconcile this
incongruity if students are to become independent writers.
I suggest that a SOWFA cultivates students’ emergent autonomy
because the teacher can assess and provide, in real time, the appropriate
level of feedback that students need, whether it is merely pointing to or
circling an obvious error or giving an explicit metalinguistic explanation
orally. If logistically feasible, the SOWFA is time efficient since teachers
need not feel obligated to painstakingly address every error with detailed WCF once an issue has been discussed orally. Thus, teachers can
reduce the “large and emotionally-draining paper-grading workload
without compromising their students’ writing needs” (Baker, 2014, p. 37).

Figure 4. Percentages of the students who preferred to receive OF on
their writing while the teacher provided WF during one-on-one conferencing.
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In fact, some students were aware of the onerous task teachers have
and saw the practicality of simultaneous oral-written feedback (SOWF),
as voiced by Student H: “Because you have to mark a lot of exams, if you
have to go through it again, this takes more time. It is not an efficient way
to do it.” Respondents also expressed their concern that teachers, and perhaps they themselves, may forget salient feedback details if there is a time
lag between when a paper is marked and when the conference takes place:
“Because after the teacher has given me written feedback on my essay, the
teacher may forget some detail of my essay or why it is wrong or not good
enough and needs revising. . . . I might forget why I made this error, after
the fact” (Student C). “[The teacher] may not remember what [he or she
was] thinking at the time [the teacher] marked it” (Student H). Learners
suspect that a prolonged delay between marking a paper and providing
OF diminishes the effectiveness of the feedback process. In short, students
value the immediacy of SOWF.
Conclusions and Recommendations
In most human endeavors, whether tying shoelaces or driving a car,
neophytes need and want guidance only until they can accomplish the task
on their own. This compelling drive for independence is evident in L2
students learning to write, as the present research findings demonstrate.
The students surveyed in this research study preferred direct, explicit feedback on language notions that they perceived to be both problematic and
critical to communication: grammar, vocabulary, academic writing style,
and clear expressions. They wanted to know where errors were and how
to fix them. Once it was within their capabilities to self-correct these errors, they often preferred IF. They also opted for IF on language notions
of a more mechanical or surface nature: spelling, punctuation, and capitalization. Generally, once these types of error are pointed out, the students want to work out the corrections on their own. In short, they prefer
feedback that is adaptive, that is, feedback that is tailored not only to the
difficulty level of the linguistic notions being addressed but also to their
own changing levels of linguistic competence.
The students surveyed also expressed a preference for an integration of OF and WF. They indicated that WF alone was not always clear, a
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sentiment voiced by respondents in other studies (Bitchener et al., 2005;
Lee, 2007; Morra & Asis, 2009; Nazif et al., 2004/2005). Specifically, they
preferred SOWF; that is, they wanted to be present and active while the
teacher marked their essays. Participants in SOWF conferences reported
that they were more engaged in the process and more able to comprehend and remember teacher feedback than if they were in conferences
conducted after their teachers had graded their essays.
During SOWF conferences, teachers can respond to student cues and
provide only the feedback required. I propose the SOWFA as an effective
and time-efficient way for teachers to provide adaptive feedback and satisfy their students’ quest for autonomy in L2 composition.
Pedagogical Recommendations
The SOWFA recommends itself as an effective and efficient method
of providing immediate and adaptive feedback to L2 writers. However, it
is not for the faint of heart. Teachers must be mentally present in SOWF
conferences, prepared to teach spontaneously and evaluate in real time. I
recommend that practitioners test the SOWFA waters with short writing
assignments in order to habituate themselves and their students to this
new approach. They should prepare carefully designed marking rubrics
and have ready references or resources to provide to students who need
lengthy language teaching that is outside the temporal scope of a writing conference. Finally, teachers should prepare students for this form of
feedback. Students must be aware of a possible paradigm shift; the SOWF
conference is a place where students come not as observers but as participants in the writing and revision process. As if on a real sofa, the teacher
and student should ideally sit next to, rather than opposite, each other at a
table or desk in a comfortable and collaborative environment.
To maximize student motivation, efforts, and learning, teachers may
consider allocating two-thirds of the grade for an assignment to the first
draft completed before conferencing and one-third to the second draft,
namely the revision, after conferencing.
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Research Limitations and Recommendations
This study was designed to shed light on the student mindset regarding
teacher feedback on L2 writing. It focused specifically on the opinions and
preferences of advanced learners, as this group was considered a particularly rich source of data because these students were more able to speak at
length. The present research was conducted in a specific classroom context, reporting on a specific teaching approach in feedback provision.
While action research of this sort may be compelling and inspiring, it is limited. In this case, the sample was small and comprised predominantly of one first-language group; factors such as socioeconomic
standing, mental and physical health, life stresses (e.g., homesickness),
motivation for learning, and attitude regarding education overall were
not generally considered. Other sociocultural realities and task-related,
learner-related, and feedback-related variables can also influence a student’s preference toward feedback. For this reason, the findings may not
be generalizable. Also, certain survey questions used metalanguage and
may have been cumbersome to students, making it difficult for certain
respondents to answer. Lastly, this study is anecdotal and establishes no
explicit link between the feedback students prefer and the feedback that
leads to sustained writing improvement.
I call for future research to examine to what extent the SOWFA can be
adapted to student needs and engage students in learning, including unmotivated students. Further, I suggest variations of the action research reported on in this study. Perhaps researchers could conduct a comparative
study by alternating SOWF and delayed OF with a learner group and then
survey these students for their opinions and preferences. Online surveys
could be used to canvass a larger sample ideally representing a broader
variety of cultural backgrounds. Lastly, researchers could operationalize
the competency gains of students receiving SOWF rather than merely reporting on students’ perception of gains.
Until definitive research is conducted, I echo the sentiment of Ferris
(2004): teachers cannot “stop teaching. . . . [They] must, in the meantime,
rely on the evidence that does exist, their own experience and intuitions,
and the desires of [their] students to inform and guide” them (pp. 58–59).

Hu, J. (2019). Simultaneous oral-written feedback approach (SOWFA): Students’ preference on
writing response. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2), 5—45.

26 • Jim Hu

In the spirit of Shvidko (2015), who encouraged teachers to try a writing feedback technique she implemented in her action research, I offer
SOWFA as a potentially workable approach for classroom practitioners. I
await evidence from teachers and researchers alike either to dismiss it or
to confirm it as an effective means to L2 writing improvement.
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Appendix A
Assessment Guide for Writing Assignments
(The descriptors and values are adjustable according to the specific
assignment.)
A: Overall Clarity
Difficult to understand
Understandable for basic information
Understandable with some problem areas
Easy to understand, with occasional difficulty
Completely easy to understand

2
3
4
5
6
/6

B: Content
Very simple, basic ideas; confusing or illogical
Good basic ideas but weak development or support
Ideas interesting, but lacking development (few examples/details)
Good ideas, fairly well-developed; needs more examples/support details
Very interesting, well-developed ideas; ample effective examples and/or
supporting details

2
3
4
5
6
/6

C: Organization
Disorganized; no coherence
Some organization but difficult to follow at times
Fairly coherent but with some problems in the flow of ideas
Generally well organized, some problems with coherence
Well organized, coherent

2
3
4
5
6
/6
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D: Written Grammar
Control of only basic structures
Some control of basic structures; numerous problems with complex
structures
Control of basic structures and some complex structures; most errors do
not interfere with meaning
Few errors; most with complex structures, generally not interfering with
meaning
Strong command of both basic and complex structures; few or no errors

2
3
4
5
6
/6

E: Vocabulary
Uses very basic words and phrases
Some command of basic, high-frequency vocabulary
Good command of basic vocabulary; some command of more sophisticated language
Uses a good blend of basic and sophisticated language
Uses a wide range of sophisticated vocabulary

2
3
4
5
6
/6

F: Style
A typically colloquial and informal style with many slang/colloquial
expressions and structures
Style generally informal with several slang/colloquial forms and structures
Academic written style apparent; a few colloquial expressions and structures
Clearly identifiable academic written style with few or no colloquial
expressions or structures

2
3
4
5
/5
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G: Formatting and Spelling
Did not follow the required format at all, or contains more than 10 spelling errors
Follows some formatting requirements, or contains more than five spelling errors
Follows most formatting requirements and contains no more than two spelling errors
Follows formatting requirements well and contains no spelling errors
Total composition mark (out of 40 points)

2
3
4
5
/5
/40
/15%

Strengths

Suggestions for improvement
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Appendix B
Student Survey for Research Project “Language Errors in ESL Writing”
Certificate of Approval #11-12-36
Background Information
1. Personal background
1.1 Name:
1.2 Year of birth:
1.3 Gender: [ ] male [ ] female
1.4 Home country and home language:
1.5 Time of arrival in Canada:
1.6 Time to start studies in Canada:
2. Educational background
2.1 Indicate the highest level of education you completed in your home
country.
Senior high ____
University/college:
2–3 year program ____
4–5 year program ____
graduate ____
2.2 What ESL courses had you taken at X University and elsewhere prior
to the ESL course you are taking?
2.3 What other ESL courses have you been taking this semester?
2.4 What major or program have you been studying or are you going to
study (e.g., BBA)?
2.5 What are your final academic goals (e.g., MBA) and career goals
(e.g., accountant)?
3. Views on language errors in your essay writing for this course
Language errors include those in the following categories:
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A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short sentences (of less than 10 words)
next to each other
G) clear expressions
Note that there is no right or wrong answer. The study is merely trying to
find out what your views are. Circle the number indicating the strength of
your preference or opinion after the statement or category.
3.1 I prefer to receive teacher feedback on ALL, SOME, or NONE of the
errors (check one) in the following categories, and briefly explain WHY:
A) grammar 							
ALL _, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
B) vocabulary
ALL __, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
C) spelling
ALL __, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
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D) punctuation
ALL __, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
ALL __, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short sentences (of less than 10 words)
next to each other
ALL __, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
G) clear expressions
ALL __, SOME __, NONE __.
Explain:
3.2 I prefer to receive written teacher feedback directly (i.e., with the problem parts corrected and with a revision suggested) in the following categories. Please briefly explain why after each category if possible.
Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

A) grammar		
B) vocabulary 		
C) spelling 		
D) punctuation 		

1
1
1
1

Neutral
3
2
2
2
2

Agree
4

Strongly Agree
5

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5
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E) upper/lower cases
F) academic writing style
G) clear expressions

1
1
1

2
2
2

3
3
3

4
4
4

5
5
5

3.3 If it is impossible sometimes for the teacher to provide direct written feedback on all your errors and therefore, the teacher must provide
written feedback on some errors indirectly (namely with problem parts
marked but without a revision suggested), would you like to have the
problem parts
a) underlined/circled,
b) indicated with codes/symbols (e.g., vt for verb tense error), or
c) underlined/circled and indicated with codes/symbols in the following categories. Please briefly explain why after each category if
possible.
Circle your choice:
A) grammar				a
B) vocabulary 				a
C) spelling 				a
D) punctuation 				a
E) upper/lower cases 			
a
F) academic writing style			
a
G) clear expressions 			
a

b
b
b
b
b
b
b

c
c
c
c
c
c
c

3.4 I prefer to have conferencing (a one-on-one meeting) with the teacher
to receive oral feedback to discuss my essay’s strengths and weaknesses
while the teacher writes feedback on my essay at the same time.
Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly Agree
5

Please briefly explain why:
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3.5 I prefer to have conferencing (a one-on-one meeting) with the teacher
to receive oral feedback to discuss my essay’s strengths and weaknesses
after the teacher has given me written feedback on my essay.
Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly Agree
5

Please briefly explain why:
3.6 I prefer to receive written teacher feedback only and no conference (or
oral feedback) regarding my essay’s strengths and weaknesses.
Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly Agree
5

Please briefly explain why:
4. Further comments or suggestions for the survey or study:
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Appendix C
Interview Guide for ESL Students Re: “Language Errors in ESL Writing”
Views on Language Errors in Academic Essay Writing
Sample questions
Language errors include those in the following categories:
A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short, simple sentences next to
each other
G) meaning
Note that there is no right or wrong answer. The study is merely trying to
find out what might work best for you.
1. Do you prefer to receive written teacher feedback on errors in the following categories? Why or why not?
A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
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E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short, simple sentences next to
each other
G) clear expressions
2. Do you prefer to receive written teacher feedback indirectly, namely,
with the problem parts underlined/circled but without a suggested correction, in the following categories? Why or why not?
A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short, simple sentences next to
each other
G) clear expressions
3. Do you prefer to receive written teacher feedback indirectly, with the
problem parts indicated with codes and symbols (e.g., vt standing for verb
tense error) but without a suggested correction, in the following categories? Why or why not?
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A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short, simple sentences next to
each other
G) clear expressions
4. Do you prefer to receive written teacher feedback directly, with the
problem parts corrected (i.e., with a revision suggested) if possible so that
you do not have to figure out how to fix the parts yourself, in the following
categories? Why or why not?
A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multiword verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short, simple sentences next to
each other
G) clear expressions
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5. Do you prefer to receive teacher feedback indirectly (see Questions 2 and
3 above) for easy problems, and directly (see Question 4 above) for difficult problems, in the following categories? Why or why not?
A) grammar
B) vocabulary
C) spelling
D) punctuation
E) upper/lower cases (capital and small letters)
F) academic writing style, NOT using
a. contracted forms, e.g., isn’t
b. colloquial or oral expressions
c. questions in the essay body
d. multi-word verbs, e.g., go on, look up to
e. personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion
f. choppy sentences, namely, short, simple sentences next to
each other
G) clear expressions
6. Do you prefer conferencing after or during written teacher feedback to
discuss your own strengths and weaknesses? Why?
7. Do you prefer to receive written teacher feedback only and no conference (or oral feedback) regarding your essay’s strengths and weaknesses?
Why or why not?
8. Do you have any other comments or questions regarding this study?
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